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Our	 paper	 focuses	 on	 new	 ways	 to	 address	 silence	 and	 feelings	 of	 sadness	
surrounding	 language	 and	 cultural	 loss	 in	 Indigenous	 contexts,	 sometimes	
resulting	in	deep	inter-generational	trauma.	As	a	consequence	of	two	Council	
of	Europe	conventions	ratified	by	Sweden,	Indigenous	and	minority	language	
maintenance	 and	 revitalization	 was	 included	 in	 the	 Human	 Rights	
commitments	of	the	Swedish	state	in	2000.	Work	in	these	fields	led	in	2010	to	
the	establishment	of	 the	Sami	Language	Center	with	the	assignment	to	 find	
new	ways	 to	ascertain	 that	all	 the	Sami	 languages	spoken	 in	Sweden	would	
survive	 and	 develop	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Swedish	 national	 heritage.	 We	 discuss	
methods	used	at	 the	Center	 to	 tackle	 large-scale	 community	 language	 loss,	
mixed	 feelings,	 and	 emotional	 blocks	 resulting	 from	 a	 history	 of	
stigmatization	 and	 forced	 assimilation.	We	 provide	 examples	 of	 how	 these	
methods	 have	 affected	 local	 communities	 and	 individual	 people,	 leading	 to	
deeper	 reflection	 on	 the	 revitalization	 process	 and	 what	 is	 needed	 to	
strengthen	 it.	 We	 also	 discuss	 new	 kinds	 of	 efforts	 needed	 to	 deal	 with	
emotions	surrounding	revitalization,	and	conclude	that	revitalization	should	
be	 seen	 as	 a	 holistic	 task	 involving	 body	 and	 mind.	 Furthermore,	 the	
consequences	of	the	fact	that	language	revitalization	is	considered	by	some	a	


















it,	 to	 a	handful	of	people.	They	are	 like	 little	 lighthouses,	 little	
lighthouses	in	the	margins,	still	standing	there	and	shining,	and	





countries,	 Sami	 languages	 have	 endured	 a	 long	 history	 of	
stigmatization	and	forced	assimilation	policies	on	the	part	of	the	majority,	
non-Sami	society.	In	Sweden,	a	period	of	Social	Darwinist	ideologies—at	its	
strongest	 around	 the	 turn	 of	 the	 century	 1900—labeled	 the	 Sami	 as	 an	
inferior	race	bound	to	disappear	sooner	or	later	from	the	face	of	the	earth.	







been	 cooperating	 with	 each	 other	 for	 a	 long	 time;	 we	 have	 written	 joint	
articles,	given	joint	talks,	and	done	research	together.	Our	mutual	interest	
is	 promoting	 cultural	 and	 linguistic	 revitalization	 in	 society.	 Patricia	
Fjellgren	 is	 both	 South	 and	 North	 Sami,	 with	 a	 Master	 of	 Arts	 in	 Sami	



















reclaimed	 their	 Sami	 languages	 as	 adults,	 in	 her	 case	 two	 of	 the	 Sami	
languages.	 Patricia	 has	 had	 a	 long	 career	 in	 freelancing	 in	 Sami	 language	
and	 film,	 and	 she	 is	 the	 initiator	 of	 the	 Language	 Circus	 revitalization	






Our	 discussion	 is	 divided	 into	 to	 two	 distinct	 parts.	 The	 first	 part,	
written	 by	 Leena,	 presents	 a	 background	 to	 the	 issues	we	 are	 addressing.	
The	 second	 part,	 written	 by	 Patricia,	 is	 a	 description	 of	 results	 of	
conversations	 she	 has	 had	 with	 other	 Sami	 involved	 in	 language	
reclamation.	 She	 also	 describes	 a	 new	 form	 of	 language	 reclamation	 for	
children	called	the	Language	Circus.	The	conclusions	are	written	by	both	of	






Linguist	 Aneta	 Pavlenko	 (2005)	 writes	 in	 her	 monograph	 about	
emotions	and	multilingualism:		
As	linguistic	human	beings,	we	get	emotional	about	what	languages	
we	 should	 and	 should	 not	 be	 using,	 when	 and	 how	 particular	
languages	should	be	used,	what	values	should	be	assigned	to	them,	
and	what	 constitutes	 proper	 usage	 and	 linguistic	 purity.	 (Pavlenko	
2005,	p.	195)	
	
In	 Indigenous	 contexts,	 with	many	 people	 still	 suffering	 from	 very	
negative	past	experiences,	primarily	stemming	from	colonization,	emotions	
are	 bound	 to	 play	 an	 even	 stronger	 role.	 We	 know	 that	 language	










seem	obvious	 at	 first	 glance,	 it	 is	 not	 easy.	An	 article	 by	Brandi	Morin	 in	
CBC	News	Feb	 10,	2019,	 titled	Emotional	 journey,	 tells	 the	story	of	28	year	
old	Sandra	Warriors	who	 is	 trying	to	take	back	the	nxa'amčin	 language	of	
her	 father	 and	 the	 nselxcin	 (Okanagan)	 language	 of	 her	mother's	 family.	
She	says,	"I	never	imagined	how	much	of	an	emotional	process	it	is.	I	have	




but	 also	 the	 Indigenous	 community	 where	 it	 is	 not	 always	 easy	 to	 reach	
consensus	 on	 sensitive	 issues	 pertaining	 to	 language.	 Kroskrity	 (2009)	
emphasizes	 the	 need	 to	 come	 to	 an	 ideological	 clarification	 about	 such	
issues:		
Language	 ideological	 clarification	 is	 the	 process	 of	 identifying	
issues	 of	 language	 ideological	 contestation	 within	 a	 heritage	
language	community,	including	both	beliefs	and	feelings	that	are	
Indigenous	 to	 that	 community	 and	 those	 introduced	 by	
outsiders	 (such	 as	 linguists	 and	 government	 officials),	 that	 can	
negatively	 impact	 community	 efforts	 to	 successfully	 engage	 in	
language	maintenance	and	renewal.	(p.	73)	
Kroskrity	 writes	 that	 identifying	 and	 raising	 awareness	 about	
linguistic	 issues	 could	 ideally	 lead	 to	 helpful	 discussions	 between	
community	members,	or	between	community	members	and	outsiders,	with	
differing	opinions,	 so	 that	 these	discussions	would	 lead	 to	 clarification	or	
“foster	 a	 tolerable	 level	 of	 disagreement	 that	 would	 not	 inhibit	 language	
renewal	activities”	(Kroskrity	2009,	73).	We	build	on	Kroskrity’s	work	while	
also	adding	our	own	perspectives,	 gained	 from	research	and	practice,	 that	
transform	 his	ideas	 into	 ways	 that	 tackle	 issues	 of	 disagreement	 without	














an	 official	 national	minority	 policy	 entered	 into	 force.	 Before	 then,	 there	
were	 individuals,	 families,	 organizations,	 and	 others	 who	worked	 hard	 to	
promote	 the	 use	 of	 Sami	 in	 various	 domains,	 but	 it	was	 an	 arduous	 task,	
and	 the	 weakening	 of	 these	 languages	 continued	 at	 an	 alarming	 rate.	
Sweden’s	image	as	a	country	with	high	human	rights	standards,	supporting	
oppressed	Indigenous	peoples	and	minoritized	peoples	in	other	parts	of	the	




the	 International	 Covenant	 on	 Civil	 and	 Political	 Rights,	 and	 the	 UN	
Convention	 of	 the	 Rights	 of	 the	 Child,	 include	 paragraphs	 on	 linguistic	
rights	of	minorities.	Sweden	has	also	voted	for	the	UN	Declaration	on	the	
Rights	of	Indigenous	Peoples	(UNDRIP)	that	states	that	Indigenous	Peoples	
have	 the	 right	 to	 revitalize	 their	 languages	 as	well	 as	 to	 use,	 develop	 and	
transmit	 them	 to	 coming	 generations.	 However,	 most	 of	 these	 human	
rights	 documents	 merely	 made	 open	 language	 discrimination	 and	
assimilation	problematic,	but	they	were	not	particularly	successful	in	terms	
of	the	practical	work	of	language	reclamation	and	revitalization.	Historical	
minorities	 including	 the	 Indigenous	 Sami	 repeatedly	 voiced	 their	 concern	
about	 the	 continuing	 language	 shift	 towards	 the	 majority	 and	 dominant	
Swedish	language.		
When	 Sweden	 joined	 the	 European	 Unions	 in	 1995,	 however,	







or	Minority	 Languages	 and	 the	 European	 Framework	 Convention	 for	 the	
Protection	 of	 National	 Minorities.	 In	 those	 conventions,	 linguistic	 and	
cultural	 rights	 are	 central,	 and	 the	 Swedish	 government	 adopted	 the	 idea	
that	 the	 languages	 and	 cultures	 of	 national	minorities	 are	 part	 of	what	 is	
considered	common	Swedish	cultural	heritage.	




to	 do	 more.	 A	 minority	 policy	 reform	 was	 launched	 in	 2010,	 making	
possible,	 among	 other	 things,	 a	 new	 and	 promising	 development	 in	 Sami	
language	reclamation—the	establishment	of	the	Sami	Language	Center	that	
same	 year.	 Here,	 government	 funding	 reached	 beyond	 declarations	 and	
short	 time	 projects,	 starting	 resolute,	 locally-based,	 strong	 and	 efficient	
work	 to	 strengthen	 all	 Sami	 languages	 in	 Sweden.	 Without	 the	 national	
minority	 and	 minority	 language	 policy	 as	 well	 as	 the	 Council	 of	 Europe	
minority	conventions,	this	development	would	not	have	been	possible,	but	






a	 minority	 policy	 reform	 in	 Sweden	 (Government	 Bill	 2008/09:158),	 it	
addressed	strong	criticism	on	the	part	of	the	Council	of	Europe	to	the	effect	
that	 the	most	endangered	Sami	 language	 in	Sweden	-	South	Sami	-	risked	
extinction:	
South	 Sami	 is	 in	 a	 very	 precarious	 situation	 and	 needs	 resolute	
support	 and	 innovative	 solutions	 (---)	 where	 appropriate,	 in	
collaboration	with	 the	authorities	 in	Norway,	 if	 it	 is	 to	 survive	as	a	
living	 language	 in	 Sweden.	 (CoE	 Charter	 Report	 on	 Sweden	 2006,	
58)				
By	 then,	 many	 minor	 revitalization	 projects	 had	 been	 initiated	 by	






the	 first	 effort	 to	 create	 a	 permanent	 space	 for	 continuing	 revitalization	
work,	with	 staff	whose	main	 task	was	 to	 enable	 people	 to	 regain	 and	use	
their	 Sami	 languages.	 This	 was	 to	 be	 done	 by	 developing,	 applying,	 and	
spreading	 efficient	 language	 revitalization	 methods,	 and	 by	 adopting	
successful	methods	used	 in	other	parts	of	 the	world,	an	 important	part	of	
many	revitalization	efforts	(Leena	Huss	2017,	15-16).		
The	 SLC	 was	 a	 government	 initiative,	 with	 state	 funding,	 but	 the	





The	 first	 thing	 that	 comes	 to	 my	 mind	 is	 that	 the	 mere	
establishment	of	the	Sami	Language	Center	has	created	a	space	
to	 gather	 people	 together,	 around	 what	 language	 is,	 what	
language	loss	is,	and	that	makes	people	 less	 lonely.	Because	one	
of	our	problems	with	the	language	situation	we	have	been	living	
in	 is	 that	 people	 have	 had	 to	 carry	 their	 sorrow	 and	 their	
language	 loss	 alone.	That	 is	 something	 that	we	have	absolutely	
not	 talked	 about.	 In	 that	way	 I	 think	 the	 Language	Center	 has	
been	an	invaluable	hub,	a	meeting	place	with	status	and	power.	
(Huss,	2017,	p.	54,	our	emphasis)	
The	 overarching	 aim	 of	 the	 SLC	 was	 to	 "strengthen	 people’s	
possibilities	to	use	and	to	reclaim	the	Sami	language”	and	to	"promote	and	
stimulate	 the	use	of	 Sami	 in	 society”	 (Huss,	 2017,	 p.	 6).	 Patricia	mentions	
this	broad	mission	–	 language	revitalization	–	as	an	asset	as	 it	allowed	 for	
the	freedom	the	staff	needed	to	choose	how	to	proceed	and	determine	the	
most	important	problems	to	tackle.	Nobody	dictated	in	detail	how	the	work	
was	 to	be	done,	and	the	staff	were	given	 free	hands	so	 to	speak,	which	of	
course	also	demanded	a	lot	of	them.		
The	staff	began	their	work	by	trying	to	chart	the	linguistic	needs	of	a	










The	 Sami	 Language	 center	 had	 two	 offices,	 one	 situated	 in	
Staare/Östersund	and	the	other	in	Dearna/Tärnaby,	both	in	the	traditional	
South	 Sami	 area	 in	 Sweden.	 The	 staff	 had	 to	 develop	 activities	 carefully	
tailored	to	promote	revitalization	in	an	innovative	and	comprehensive	way.	
They	were	 to	work	 in	 close	 contact	with	 the	 local	 Sami	 communities	 and	
create	 something	 that	 had	 never	 existed	 before	 in	 Sweden.	 At	 the	 same	
time,	 the	 staff	 studied	 international	 research	on	 revitalization	 and	 started	
designing	their	first	projects.		
The	 staff	 made	 an	 inventory	 of	 well-known	 problems	 in	 Sami	










who	could	pass	on	 their	 language	 to	others,	a	critical	problem	among	 the	
very	endangered	South	and	Lule	Sami	communities.	Another	problem	was	





Among	 the	 first	 methods	 applied	 by	 the	 SLC	 was	 Bïhkedäjja,	 a	
mentor	 program	 similar	 to	 the	 Master-Apprentice	 program	 created	 in	
California	 (Hinton,	 2013),	 and	 Language	 Block,	 based	 on	 Cognitive	
Behavioral	 Therapy	 and	 designed	 to	 help	 people	 overcome	 psychological	
blocks	in	language	use	(Juuso,	2013).	In	the	process	of	planning	the	Master-
Apprentice	program	Bïhkedäjja,	 several	 international	 contacts	were	made.	
Patricia,	the	project	 leader,	contacted	Annika	Pasanen,	who	had	been	part	
of	 developing	 the	 very	 successful	 Master-Apprentice	 Program	 for	 the	
Aanaar	 Sami	 language	 in	 Finland	 (see	Olthuis	 et	 al,	 2013;	 Pasanen,	 2015).	




more	 closely	 how	 the	 FPLCC	 was	 working	 with	 their	 own	 Master-





outset	 because	 of	 the	 very	 few	 remaining	 South	 Sami	 mother	 tongue	
speakers.	Most	of	them	were	in	their	70s	or	80s	when	they	were	recruited	as	
mentors	 to	 students	 enrolled	 in	 an	 elementary	 course	 of	 South	 Sami	 at	
Umeå	University,	in	the	northern	part	of	Sweden.	The	mentor-student	pairs	
were	to	be	in	close	contact	with	each	other,	meet	regularly,	and	use	South	
Sami	 in	 everyday	 communication.	 The	 students	 could	 also	 sit	 and	 listen,	





student	 pairs	 were	 encouraged	 to	 do	 something	 practical	 together	 while	
they	 used	 Sami,	 for	 instance	 cook	 dinner	 together.	 At	 those	 times,	 the	
whole	 body	 is	 active	 and	 one	 learns	 the	 language	 while	 using	 all	 senses.	
South	 Sami	 cultural	 practices	 in	 the	 form	 of	 duodji,	 or	 Sami	 handicraft,	
traditional	 work	 with	 the	 reindeer,	 and	 other	 Sami	 activities	 were	 also	
important	 parts	 of	 the	 project.	 During	 the	 pilot	 project,	 five	 group	




Sami	 language	courses	had	great	difficulties	 in	actually	starting	 to	use	 the	
language,	 in	 spite	of	 seemingly	positive	circumstances.	Some	of	 them	had	
negative	 memories	 from	 the	 past	 or	 present	 ambivalent	 feelings,	 which	
hindered	 them	 from	 starting	 to	 speak.	Language	 Block4	was	 developed	 by	
Jane	 Juuso,	 at	 the	 Unjárga/Nesseby	 Sami	 language	 center	 in	 northern	
Norway,	 to	 encourage	 the	participants	 to	 overcome	 such	blocks,	with	 the	
help	 of	 study	 circles	 developed	 according	 to	 the	 principles	 of	 Cognitive	
Behavioral	 Therapy	 (Juuso,	 20095).	 The	 aim	 of	 these	 circles	 was	 to	 help	
participants	 overcome	 the	 psychological	 blocks	 they	 experienced	 by	
training	them	to	gradually	use	more	and	more	Sami	in	their	everyday	lives.	
In	the	pilot	Language	Block	Program	there	were	nine	participants	attending	












6	Since	 the	 year	 2015,	 there	 is	 also	 an	 English	 translation	 of	 the	 Swedish	 version	 of	 Jane	






The	 Bïhkedäjja	 and	 Language	 Block	 methods	 have,	 since	 the	 first	
years,	been	applied	in	several	Sami	communities	in	Sweden,	and	they	have	
resulted	 in	 a	 number	 of	 new	 speakers	 who	 have	 continued	 to	 use	 their	
newly	 gained	 Sami	 competence	 as	 teachers,	 journalists,	 and	 in	 other	
professional	 capacities.	 Both	 methods	 address	 negative	 beliefs	 and	
emotions	inherited	from	the	days	of	overt	oppression	and	assimilation,	the	
greatest	obstacles	to	Sami	revitalization	in	Sweden.	It	has	been	important	to	
break	 the	 silence	 surrounding	 the	 problem	 of	 language	 loss	 and	 evoke	 a	
desire	 to	 use	 the	 language.	 Through	 an	 open	 letter	 to	 the	 South	 Sami	
community,	the	Sami	Elders	in	the	first	mentor	program	reminded	us	of	the	
responsibility	attached	to	Sami	language	competence.	They	wrote,		
With	 this	 letter	 we	 request	 other	 Elders	 to	 start	 speaking	 our	
language.	We	have	the	knowledge	and	we	can	guide	the	coming	
generations	precisely	like	our	own	Elders	guided	us.	We	miss	the	
time	when	 our	 language	was	 stronger.	Now	we	 are	 the	 Elders.	
We	can	help	others.	Through	the	Mentor	Program	we	have	got	
to	know	the	young.	The	young	are	 longing	 for	Elders	who	 take	
their	 responsibility,	who	don’t	 say	 everything	was	better	 in	 the	
past.	 We,	 the	 Båarasåbpoeh,	 older	 Sami,	 can	 no	 longer	 stand	







We	 have	 been	 able	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 lessons	 learned	 through	 SLC	
programs,	most	 recently	 through	conversations	held	between	Patricia	and	
former	 participants	 in	 the	Bïhkedäjja	 and	Language	 Block	 programs	 from	
March	2019	 through	April	 2019.	 In	 this	 section,	we	offer	 the	 thoughts	and	
emotions	 of	 participants,	 especially	 concerning	 supporting	 factors	 in	
















When	 the	 pilot	Bïhkedäjja	 program	was	 initiated,	 the	mentors	 had	
their	own	gatherings	where	they	could	discuss	with	each	other	and	receive	
instructions	 about	 the	 details	 of	 the	 method.	 A	 striking	 feature	 of	 these	
initial	 stages	 was	 the	 apparent	 need	 among	 the	 elderly	 mother	 tongue	
speakers	 to	 recount	 and	 discuss	 their	 negative	 experiences	 from	 the	 past	




able	 to	move	 on	 and	 tackle	 the	 new	 task	 of	 promoting	 the	 language	 and	
transmitting	it	to	the	next	generation.	
After	the	first	gathering	with	the	mentors	it	was	collectively	decided	
that	 the	 project	 would	 continue	 to	 arrange	 mentor	 gatherings	 since	 the	
need	 to	 process	 past	 experiences	 was	 so	 obvious.	 All	 of	 the	mentors	 had	
attended	 schooling	 focused	 on	 assimilation	 of	 Sami	 and	where	 they	were	
forbidden	 to	 speak	 South	 Sami7.	 These	mentors	 now	 faced	 a	 totally	 new	
situation	 where	 they	 were	 encouraged	 to	 speak	 Sami,	 and	 their	 language	
																																																								
	
7  These	 so-called	 Nomad	 schools	 were	 actually	 a	 segregated	 school	 system	 targeting	
children	 in	 reindeer	 herding	 families.	 The	 school	 year	 was	 much	 shorter	 than	 in	 other	
schools,	and	the	number	of	subjects	smaller	according	to	what	the	children	were	supposed	
to	 need	 when	 living	 a	 reindeer	 herder's	 life.	 The	 aim	 was	 to	 "preserve"	 this	 part	 of	 the	












It	 is	 also	 important	 to	 remember	 that	 although	 the	 Elders	 were	 mother	




I	 have	 lost	my	 childhood	 and	 because	 of	 the	 boarding	 school,	






to	 their	 role	 as	mentors,	 their	 language	was	 flowing,	 and	 they	had	gotten	
used	 to	 the	 new	 social	 and	 professional	 situation	 in	 which	 they	 found	
themselves	at	the	SLC.	For	example,	one	of	the	female	mentors	commented:	




launched,	 and	 one	 of	 the	 female	 mentors	 notes	 her	 personal	
transformation:	
I	notice	a	difference,	I	dare	to	claim	that	my	language	is	a	beautiful	
language.	 I	was	 told	 that	my	 language	 is	ugly,	 that	 I	 speak	an	ugly	
dialect,	and	that	it	is	not	real	Sami.	I	have	felt	uncertain	and	been	in	











Thus	we	 observe	 that	 a	 key	 take-away	 from	Bïhkedäjja	 is	 the	 great	
need	to	address	sorrow	over	a	 lost	 language	and	negative	experiences	that	
the	mentors	 carried	with	 them	 from	 their	 pasts.	During	 a	 gathering,	 they	
could	 sit	 and	 share	 memories	 from	 their	 times	 in	 boarding	 school	 and	
discuss	with	 each	 other	 since	 they	 shared	 common	 experiences.	 This	was	
powerful	for	apprentices	to	understand	as	well,	and	one	male	apprentice	of	
the	Lule	Sami	mentor	program	offers,	
During	 our	 first	 common	 gathering	 we	 shared	 why	 we	 wanted	 to	
take	part	in	this	program	and	what	our	dream	for	our	language	was.	
We	 all	 shared	 our	 sorrows.	 It	 became	 obvious	 that	 all	 of	 us	 had	
gotten	to	believe	that	we	are	not	complete.	Our	people	suffers	from	a	










on	one	 level	or	another.	For	 some,	 the	experience	might	be	 the	sorrow	of	










language	 community	 that	 was	most	 awaited	 among	 the	 Sami.	 Now	more	







Suddenly,	 you	 are	 in	 a	 large	 context	 with	 others	 who	 speak	 Lule	
Sami,	and	 it	 spreads	 like	 rings	on	 the	water	 that	 I	am	one	of	 those	
learning	 Lule	 Sami.	 This	means	 that	 everyone	wants	 to	 help,	 even	
people	 outside	 the	 mentor	 program.	 And	 it	 is	 nice	 that	 there	 are	
many	 around	 you	 who	 understand	 that	 you	 want	 to	 learn.	 They	
understand	 that	 I	 am	 a	 beginner.	 I	 have	 a	 context.	 It	 is	 a	 cultural	
home	 that	 you	 are	 rooted	 in,	 and	 the	 people	 you	 are	 rooted	 in,	 as	
well.	I	learned	a	lot	from	other	people,	a	lot	that	I	wouldn’t	otherwise	
be	 conscious	 of.	 I	 got	 to	 know	 geography	 and	 people	 and	 what	
families	 they	 came	 from.	 In	 Sami	 culture,	 knowledge	 about	 family	
kinship	and	the	land	is	essential.	
The	 interaction	 between	 the	mentors	 and	 their	 young	 apprentices	






people.	 In	 a	 recent	 article	 titled	 Silent	 knowledge	 can	 save	 lives	 the	
Norwegian	police	address	the	deep	knowledge	of	the	land	that	exists	in	the	
Sami	language	and	how	it	can	save	lives:		
The	Sami	 language	 is	descriptive	and	compared	 to	Norwegian,	 it	 is	
very	 rich	 in	 description	 of	 nature,	 the	 weather	 and	 other	 natural	











The	 importance	 of	 community	 became	 very	 obvious	 through	
Bïhkedäjja	 and	Language	 Block.	 Taking	back	one’s	 Indigenous	 language	 is	
not	a	one-person	show.	Reclaiming	Sami	is	done	together	with	community,	




Participating	 in	 the	 mentor	 program	 gave	 me	 a	 direct	 connection	
with	 the	Elders	who	 spoke	South	Sami.	The	Elders	were	 incredibly	
gentle	 with	 me.	 The	 reception	 I	 received	 from	 them	 and	 the	
motivation	 they	 gave	me	made	me	 believe	 that	 the	 Sami	 language	
really	was	 something	 for	me.	The	 language	 is	 loaded	with	meaning	










but	 also	 to	 hear	 and	 speak	 the	 language,	 to	 talk	 about	 their	 dialects	 and	
sayings,	or	 just	 relax	and	 listen	 to	 the	 language	 flowing.	Starting	 to	 speak	















and	 frightening,	but	only	 learners	can	take	 the	 leap,	no	one	else.	Mentors	
and	 apprentices	 alike	 needed	 to	 understand	 that	 time	 and	 patience	 is	
required	when	our	Indigenous	languages	return	into	our	being	and	physical	




One	of	 the	male	 apprentices	 shared	his	 first	 experience	of	 sessions	
with	 his	 female	 mentor.	 They	 were	 together	 driving	 to	 their	 ancestral	
village.	 The	 apprentice	 was	 trying	 to	 speak	 Lule	 Sami,	 and	 the	 mentor	
encouraged	him	by	saying:	“Just	keep	on	talking,	at	the	end	I’ll	understand	
what	 you	 say.”	 This	 statement	 shows	 that	 while	 deep	 and	 meaningful	
conversations	may	 not	 constitute	 initial	 exchanges,	 through	 the	mentor’s	
encouragement,	 there	 would	 eventually	 be.	 Furthermore,	 the	
transformation	from	being	a	passive	language	user	(having	limited	exposure	
and	usage	of	the	language)	to	becoming	an	active	one	(using	the	language	
daily	 and	 to	 convey	 more	 complex	 thoughts)	 was	 a	 challenge	 that	





whereby	 a	 mother	 tongue	 speaker	 harshly	 corrects	 a	 learner	 or	 other	
speaker’s	 language	usage.	The	 language	police	have	silenced	speakers	who	
stopped	using	the	language	after	these	tough	encounters.	The	SLC	actively	
initiated	 discussion	 about	 different	 methods	 of	 correcting	 learners,	 so	 it	
seems	 that	 the	power	of	 the	 language	police	has	 faded.	We	conclude	 that	
language	purism	 is	 a	 contentious	 language	 ideology	 issue	 that	 can	 impact	
revitalization	 negatively,	 and	 therefore	 should	 be	 addressed	 so	 that	 a	
“tolerable	level	of	disagreement”	can	be	fostered	(Kroskrity	2009,	p.	73).	Of	
course	there	are	still	issues,	but	now	there	also	is	awareness	about	different	
methods	 of	 correcting	 language	 learners,	 and	 since	 there	 are	 traumas	






offered	their	own	method:	 “I	 talked,	and	then	my	mentor	repeated	what	 I	
said.	We	had	an	on-going	conversation.”	Regardless,	reclaiming	Indigenous	
languages	is	hard	work,	but	the	process	is	rewarding.	As	one	of	the	female	





learners.	 But	 it	 was	 also	 a	 challenge	 for	 the	 Elders	 to	 take	 the	 step	 and	
become	somebody’s	 language	mentor	and	start	using	 their	 language	more	
actively.	 Together	 with	 their	 apprentices,	 they	 started	 to	 search	 in	 their	
memory	for	words	and	sayings,	and	they	started	remembering	the	language	
together.	Remembering	 their	mother	 tongue.	 In	 the	mentor	program,	 the	
Elders	seemed	aware	of	the	difficulties	of	the	learners.	While	working	and	
chatting	 together,	 they	 gently	 guided	 their	 apprentices,	 who	 still	 were	 in	
the	 very	 early	 stages	 of	 language	 acquisition.	 The	 Elders	 could	 also	 keep	
talking	and	 let	 the	apprentices	 relax	and	 just	 listen.	While	doing	practical	









room	 for	 all	 our	 different	 identities	 in	 the	 process	 of	 decolonization	 and	
revitalization.	Hopefully	 there	 is	 room	 for	many	different	ways	of	being	 a	
Sami.	However,	sometimes	the	idea	of	what	a	Sami	person	is	and	what	Sami	
culture	is	can	get	very	narrow.	








where	 there	 is	 room	 for	 all	 our	 identities,	 even	 those	 coloured	 by	 the	
Swedish	 language.	 For	 example,	we	 had	 to	 remember	 that	many	 of	 those	
Sami	 wanting	 to	 reclaim	 their	 Sami	 language	 had	 Swedish	 as	 their	 first	




I	must	be	 allowed	 to	have	 a	 Swedish	 accent.	 I’m	not	 a	worse	 Sami	
person	because	 of	 that.	 I	 shouldn’t	 be	 afraid	 of	 colouring	my	 Sami	
with	my	 Swedish	 thoughts.	 It	 can	 actually	 be	 quite	 humorous.	 I’m	
not	 a	 half,	 and	 I	 am	 not	 becoming	 more	 Sami	 as	 I	 gradually	 learn	
more	 Sami.	 I’m	 trying	 to	 take	 something	 back	 that	 was	 lost,	 but	 I	
don’t	feel	that	I	am	more	or	less	Sami	now	when	I’m	taking	back	my	
Sami	language.	(our	emphasis)	
This	 is	 key	 in	 Sami	 ideology—we	have	 not	 lost	 our	 Sami-ness.	We	
are	and	always	have	been	Sami,	and	our	languages	are	still	ours.	We	must	
have	 this	 ideology	 and	 related	 attitude	 in	 mind	 when	 creating	 language	








men	 working	 with	 the	 language,	 but	 they	 have	 not	 been	 so	 active	 as	
teachers.	As	stated	by	a	female	mentor,	
It	is	the	women	who	have	been	responsible	for	transmitting	the	Sami	
culture	 to	 the	 children.	 The	 men	 have	 been	 working	 with	 the	
reindeer	herding	and	have	spent	a	lot	of	time	away	from	home.	That	








of	 a	 challenge	 to	 find	 male	 mentors.	 Of	 the	 apprentice	 applications	
volunteered,	the	majority	were	women.	We	speculate	that	one	reason	is	the	
men	 have	 not	 been	 as	 active	 in	 the	 public	 forum	 of	 the	 Sami	 language	
community	from	the	outset.	Most	of	the	female	mentors	were	already	well-
known	 in	 language	 revitalization	 and	 with	 a	 history	 of	 having	 worked	
professionally	as	teachers	or	 in	language	planning.	Thus,	 in	order	to	reach	
potential	male	mentors,	we	had	 to	map	 local	communities	 to	 locate	 them	
and	 then	 encourage	 them	 to	 participate.	 The	 focus	 for	 us	 was	 recruiting	
remaining	mother	tongue	speakers,	and	speaker	gender	was	not	prioritised.		
The	 SLC	 did	 observe	 the	 lack	 of	 men	 participating	 in	 language	
revitalization	 activities,	 and	 in	 order	 to	 reach	 more	 men,	 an	 event	 was	
arranged	hosted	by	a	man	and	with	hunting	terms	in	Sami	language	as	the	
topic.	Unfortunately,	not	so	many	men	showed	up	on	that	occasion.	Based	
on	 our	 reflection,	 we	 speculate	 that	 in	 order	 to	 reach	 men	 in	 language	
revitalization	 it	might	 be	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 co-arrange	 events	 in	 connection	
with	events	that	men	usually	attend,	for	example	the	annual	SSR9	meeting	
or	 the	 local	 Sami	 village	 meetings.	 During	 the	 last	 couple	 of	 years	
Sáminuorra,	 the	 national	 Sami	 youth	 association,	 have	 together	 with	 the	
gender	 equality	 project	Mannen	 myten10	been	 arranging	 meetings	 where	
young	Sami	men	gather	together	and	discuss	the	male	role	of	the	Sami	man.	
Collaborating	with	 projects	 like	 this	 could	 be	 an	 excellent	way	 to	 engage	
more	 men	 in	 language	 revitalization.	We	 noticed	 that	 men	 find	 it	 more	
difficult	to	talk	about	their	sorrows	and	other	emotions	than	women,	and	it	














We	 did	 ultimately	 find	 some	 male	 mentors	 and	 apprentices	 as	
participants.	 Nevertheless	 the	 commitment	 to	 gatherings	was	 a	 challenge	
for	active	male	reindeer	herders—which	is	a	Sami	cultural	and	professional	
activity—since	 the	 reindeer	 are	 the	 first	 priority;	 herders	 follow	 nature’s	
schedule	 (the	 animals	 and	 their	 environment),	 and	 nature	 cannot	 be	
scheduled.	One	of	the	mentors	was	a	man	who	was	not	active	anymore	as	a	
reindeer	 herder.	 He	 was	 able	 to	 attend	 the	 meetings,	 and	 he	 was	 an	
important	 addition	 to	 the	 group	 with	 his	 rich	 language	 from	 a	 life	 of	
herding	 reindeer.	 Therefore,	 based	 on	 our	 desire	 for	 inclusion	 and	 the	
potential	 rich	 exchanges	 resulting	 from	 this	 type	 of	 expertise,	 we	 realize	
that	 there	 is	 a	 great	 need	 to	 adapt	 revitalization	 programs	 to	 suit	
circumstances	 that	 also	 impact	 gender	 imbalances	 in	 language	
revitalization	representations.	
Despite	gender	imbalances	of	less	Sami	men	holding	Sami	language	
teacher	 roles,	 there	 is	 change	 taking	 place	 and	 during	 the	 last	 couple	 of	
years,	more	and	more	men	are	visible	and	active	in	using	and	working	with	
the	 language	 in	society.	Today	and	through	the	work	of	 the	SLC,	we	have	
observed	 examples	 of	 young	men	 choosing	 to	 transmit	 Sami	 language	 to	
their	children.	Young	men	are	also	using	Sami	in	the	social	media,	sharing	
with	others	their	dedication	to	the	language.	One	of	the	reasons	why	men	
have	 become	more	 visible	 might	 be	 that	 there	 has	 been	 a	 status	 change	




In	 the	 pairing	 of	 mentors	 and	 apprentices	 during	 Bïhkedäjja,	 the	
most	 important	 criterion	 was	 that	 the	 mentors	 were	 mother	 tongue	
speakers.	 It	was	 also	 important	 that	 they	were	 from	 the	 same	 area	 as	 the	
apprentice	 to	 ensure	 that	 they	 could	 share	 stories	 of	 the	 land	 and	
community.	The	apprentices	could	wish	for	a	mentor	whom	we	contacted,	
but	 in	 some	 cases	 the	 apprentice	 had	 no	 knowledge	 of	 existing	 mother	
tongue	 speakers	 in	 their	 area.	 In	 those	 cases	 we	 mapped	 the	 local	
community	 in	search	for	a	mentor,	and	the	gender	of	 the	mentor	was	not	






mentor,	 and	 they	 had	 many	 of	 their	 sessions	 when	 working	 with	 the	
reindeer.	 	Another	 of	 the	male	mentors	 had	 actually	worked	 as	 a	mother	
tongue	 teacher	of	Sami	 language	 for	 children	 in	Stockholm,	 the	capital	of	





signs	 of	 traditional	 boundaries	 between	 the	 sexes	 becoming	 increasingly	
blurred,	 for	 instance	 when	 Sami	 men	 engage	 in	 sewing	 Sami	 traditional	
clothing,	or	when	South	Sami	women	are	active	in	reindeer	herding	on	the	
same	level	as	men.	Snowmobiles	and	other	modern	equipment	have	helped	
to	 speed	 this	 process.	 Nevertheless,	 in	 Sami	 language	 revitalization,	 the	
imbalance	between	the	sexes	is	still	apparent.	
When	writing	this	article,	we	have	also	reflected	on	meaning	related	




relate	 with	 other	 women	 working	 with	 revitalization,	 particularly	 as	 the	




woman	 is	 a	 doer:	 someone	who	 knows	 how	 to	work	 and	 solve	 problems.	
She	 is	 strong	and	 independent	as	one	has	 to	be	 in	 the	Arctic	 region	since	












raising	 children	 in	 a	 bilingual	 family.	 Also,	 being	 a	 Sweden	 Finn	 with	 a	
mother	tongue	historically	stigmatized	and	devalued	in	Sweden,	she	found	
it	easy	 to	 identify	herself	with	Sami	mothers	and	 their	efforts	 to	maintain	
the	Sami	language	in	the	home.	She	also	believes	that	the	Sami	women	felt	
similarly,	 which	 made	 meetings	 and	 discussions	 deeper	 and	 more	
meaningful.	 In	 the	 sphere	 of	 language	 and	 culture	 transmission,	 there	
seemed	to	be	many	more	similarities	 than	differences	between	them.	And	
despite	Sweden’s	official	gender	equality	policy,	childcare	in	the	home	still	
remains	 predominantly	 a	 women’s	 issue,	 and	 in	 preschool	 and	 school,	








in	 northern	 Sweden.	 Through	 combining	 circus	 practices	 and	 language,	 a	
new	way	of	working	with	revitalization	has	come	into	being.	In	the	process	
of	 learning	 Indigenous	 languages,	 you	 may	 sometimes	 feel	 just	 like	 the	
clown	 in	 the	 circus—the	 one	who	 says	 things	 in	 the	wrong	way,	 the	 one	
who	 seems	 to	 make	 a	 lot	 of	 mistakes	 all	 the	 time.	 On	 other	 occasions,	
everything	seems	to	fall	into	place,	and	you	are	a	tightrope	dancer	high	up	
in	the	air,	saying	the	right	words,	conjugating	verbs	correctly.	Then	again,	
you	might	step	 into	 the	role	of	 the	 juggler,	 juggling	with	words,	dropping	
them,	and	then	picking	them	up	again,	 throwing	them	high	up	 in	the	air,	
and	still	juggling.		
Using	 the	 archetypes	 from	 the	 circus	 world,	 Gïelečirkuš	 was	
developed	 in	 close	 collaboration	 with	 circus	 artists	 who	 had	 mother	
tongues	 other	 than	Swedish.	These	 artists	 had	been	working	with	Clowns	






areas11.	 For	a	moment,	 they	give	children	a	 chance	 to	 forget	 the	everyday	
struggle	and	just	have	a	good	laugh.		
In	 our	 Language	 Circus,	 we	 strive	 to	 add	 joy	 and	 laughter	 in	 the	
revitalization	context.	We	visit	one	school	after	another	and	together	with	
the	 children	we	 play	with	 languages	 and	 the	 body.	We	 set	 up	 our	 silvery	
camping	tent	in	the	school	gym	and	when	the	children	enter	our	world,	our	
languages	 start	 being	 heard.	 We	 mix	 Finnish,	 South	 Sami,	 North	 Sami,	
Spanish,	German	and	Lule	Sami.	And	although	the	children	do	not	speak	all	
these	 languages,	 they	 seem	 to	 understand	 everything.	 It	 is	 as	 if	 no	 block	
existed	but	we	are	in	another	world	altogether.	We	should	really	be	in	this	
world	much	more	often	because	 there,	 languages	do	not	separate	us	 from	
another,	 they	 vibrate	 between	 us.	 Key	 words	 for	 the	 process	 are	 “play,”	
“body,”	 and	 “laughter,”	 and	 never	 using	 the	 dominant	 language.	 Instead,	
other	 languages	 including	 Sami	 languages,	 are	 used	 as	 means	 of	
communication.	The	 idea	 is	 to	 show	 that	 language	 is	 so	much	more	 than	
grammar,	 writing	 and	 reading.	 We	 see	 the	 children	 and	 the	 Language	
Circus	as	being	on	an	excursion	together,	searching	for	what	language	really	
is,	 in	 the	world	 of	 languages.	We	make	 somersaults	 in	 Spanish,	 juggle	 in	
South	Sami,	and	build	pyramids	with	our	bodies	together	in	German.	Even	
when	 non-Sami	 speaking	 school	 children	 join	 us,	 the	 language	 is	 not	 an	
obstacle.	They	start	using	the	Sami	words	they	hear	and	translate	them	into	
their	mother	tongue.	We	understand	each	other.		
In	 other	 words,	 we	 want	 to	 make	 the	 children	 feel	 that	 the	 Sami	
language	is	a	living	language	and	not	just	a	subject	at	school.	We	want	the	
children	 to	 see	 that	Sami	 is	not	only	 spoken	 in	 the	classroom	or	at	home	
with	 parents,	 but	 it	 is	 heard	 every	 now	 and	 then,	 here	 and	 there.	 It	 is	
important	 to	 show	 the	 children	 that	 Sami	 can	 be	 spoken	 in	 unexpected	
places,	 by	 unexpected	 people.	We	must	 encourage	 them	 to	 dare	 begin	 to	
speak,	and	we	must	tell	them	they	should	not	be	afraid	of	making	mistakes.	
On	 the	 contrary,	 	 it	 is	 good	 to	 make	 mistakes.	 There	 simply	 must	 be	
mistakes!	 The	 language	 is	meant	 to	move	 into	 your	 body	 and	 to	 create	 a	
																																																								
	








The	 Language	 Circus	 has	 shown	 that	 by	 combining	 play	 and	
language,	and	including	the	body	in	the	process,	everyone	can	be	included.	
There	 are	 children	 who	 seem	 to	 have	 more	 energy	 than	 others,	 and	 for	
some	children	who	are	not	that	outgoing,	the	Language	Circus	may	seem	a	
bit	frightening.	However,	they	still	participate	by	observing,	and	sometimes	
they	 join	 in	 after	 a	 while,	 sometimes	 they	 do	 not—and	 this	 is	 okay.	
Language	Circus	shows	us	 that	 there	are	continuous	and	new	 innovations	






locally-anchored	 and	 steered	 by	 speakers	 or	 potential	 speakers.	




public	 realm	 to	 work	 for	 language	 revitalization	 and	 to	 use	 the	 Sami	
language	 in	 public.	 We	 have	 heard	 informal	 commentary	 from	 Sami	
Language	Center	participants	that	 the	new	policy	and	 law	makes	speakers	
feel	 that	 they	now	have	a	 right	 to	 speak	Sami	 in	 the	 streets	of	 their	 cities	
and	not	 just	 in	 the	home.	Through	 the	 SLC,	national	 language	policy	has	
enabled	 the	 Sami	 in	 Sweden	 to	 launch	 new,	 innovative	 ways	 of	 tackling	
language	shift	and	loss.	The	work	continues,	and	we	now	see	former	project	
participants	 choosing	 to	 use	 Sami	 despite	 not	 being	 mother	 tongue	
speakers.	We	also	see	these	speakers	 inspiring	new	generations	of	Sami	to	
take	the	leap	and	proudly	reclaim	their	Sami	languages.	
In	 this	 article,	 we	 began	 with	 the	 power	 of	 emotions	 surrounding	
revitalization,	 especially	 those	 resulting	 from	 sufferings	 during	 forced	






race	 between	 dominant	 language	 assimilation	 and	 Indigenous	 language	
revitalization.	We	assert	that	it	is	high	time	to	curb	further	assimilation	and	
strengthen	our	efforts	to	speed	up	Sami	language	reclamation.		
One	of	 the	 lessons	 learned	 through	 the	work	of	 the	SLC	 is	 that	we	
have	 to	 create	 safe	 spaces	 for	 discussions	 that	 may	 be	 painful	 but	 are	
urgently	needed	 for	healing,	 and	 in	order	 to	process	 the	past—which	 still	
influences	the	present.	We	have	to	break	the	silence	of	our	people	that	has	
lasted	 all	 too	 long.	 We	 have	 seen	 strong	 initial	 emotional	 reactions	 and	
blocks	 in	 our	 Sami	 communities,	 and	 we	 have	 learned	 that	 language	
reclamation	 is	not	only	about	grammars	and	word	 lists—the	process	 is	 so	
much	more!	We	also	acknowledge	 that	 revitalization	of	Sami	 languages	 is	
not	only	about	lost	languages	that	must	be	heard	and	used	again,	but	also	
about	 creating	 new	 contexts	 where	 we	 can	 reword	 our	 languages	 and	




time	 in	 their	 lives	 that	 they	 were	 appreciated	 and	 praised	 by	 their	




The	 reality	 today	 in	 Sapmi	 is	 a	multitude	 of	 identities,	 some	more	
accepted	 in	 the	 community	 than	 others.	 For	 many	 people,	 Sami	 identity	
seems	 to	 be	 intimately	 intertwined	with	 the	 way	 one	 speaks	 Sami.	 Some	
learners	 felt	 inhibited	that	their	Sami	 language	was	strongly	 influenced	by	
Swedish.	 They	 were	 afraid	 of	 not	 speaking	 well	 enough	 and	 of	 being	
criticized	by	self-appointed	language	police	who	commented	and	corrected	
their	 language	 in	 insensitive	ways.	This	 linguistic	purism	 is	 a	 threat	 to	 all	
language	revitalization,	and	one	of	 the	 tasks	of	 the	Sami	Language	Center	









the	 Sami	 person	 is	 in	 the	 process	 of	 reclaiming	 it.	 With	 the	 history	 of	
Indigenous	 oppression	 and	 assimilation,	 many	 Sami	 are	 struggling	 to	
reclaim	their	languages,	and	they	are	not	any	“less	Sami.”	
While	 language	 teaching	 and	 revitalization	 efforts	 have	 generally	
engaged	more	Sami	women	than	men,	it	appears	that	more	men	are	joining,	
especially	 young	 men.	 As	 the	 status	 of	 Sami	 has	 become	 more	 publicly	
visible,	the	number	of	men	engaged	in	language	work	at	the	SLC	seems	to	
be	rising	as	well.	Their	participation	has	been	long	and	urgently	needed	
Together,	 men,	 women,	 children,	 and	 participants	 of	 all	 ages	 can	
take	part	 in	 language	revitalization,	as	demonstrated	by	the	establishment	
of	 the	 Language	 Circus,	 which	 looks	 at	 language	 learning	 from	 a	 holistic	
perspective.	As	Patricia	reminds	us,	 language	learning	should	engage	body	
and	mind	in	the	process.	While	the	SLC	programs	have	demonstrated	much	
success	 in	adult	 language	acquisition,	we	also	point	out	that	 it	 is	essential	
for	children	to	acquire	Sami.	For	them,	learning	the	language	should	ideally	
involve	 joy	 and	 laughter,	 just	 like	 a	 real	 circus.	 Sami	 children	 should	 feel	
that	 in	learning	Sami,	there	is	ample	room	for	play,	creativity,	and	growth	
that	 includes	 all	 their	 identities,	 and	 our	 desire	 is	 that	 they	 and	 Sami	
community	 members	 see	 our	 many	 identities	 as	 gifts	 to	 the	 Sami	
community.	
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